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Syllabus 

Van Gogh Museum Visiting Fellow in Nineteenth-Century Art 2019 

Prof. Dr. Neil McWilliam, Duke University 

Dr. Rachel Esner, University of Amsterdam 

 

Tradition and Identity: The Nation in Nineteenth-Century Art 
 

As nationalism re-emerges as a potent and disruptive ideology in contemporary Europe, an 

examination of its impact as a cultural force in the 19th century is timely both in terms of the 

current political climate and in relation to evolving debates in art history and the humanities. 

Since the publication of studies such as Kenneth Silver’s Esprit de Corps. The Art of the 

Parisian Avant-Garde and the First World War in 1989, art historians working on a range of 

European countries and a plethora of topics have discerned nationalist sub-texts operating across 

fields such as landscape and history painting and in contexts from early art-historical scholarship 

to popular artistic journalism. Arguably, though, we still lack a developed set of tools to critically 

analyze different manifestations of nationalism in the visual arts. Going beyond familiar 

invocations of “imagined communities” and “land and the dead [la terre et les morts]”, this 

seminar series sets out to question assumptions about the historical role of nationalism in 

nineteenth-century art, and to elaborate a theoretical framework for approaching the ways in 

which the nation and its cultural traditions have been assimilated into the discipline of art history. 

While focusing centrally on France, particularly in the period from 1870 to 1914, we will look at 

relevant artworks, artistic movements, critical writings, and administrative interventions from 

across Europe and North America. 

 

Sunday Lecture: Tradition and Identity: The Frenchness of Nineteenth-Century French Art  

 

Reading: 

• E. Bowyer, “The Brothers Le Nain: Painters of Nineteenth-Century France” in C.D. 

Dickerson & E. Bell, The Brothers Le Nain. Painters of Seventeenth-Century France, 

Fine Arts Museum, San Francisco, 2016, pp. 79-89. 
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• P. Duro, “Imitation and Authority: The Creation of the Academic Canon in French Art, 

1648-1870” in Anna Brzyski, Partisan Canons. Durham: Duke University Press, 2007, 

pp. 95-113. 

• N. McWilliam, “Action française, Classicism, and the Dilemmas of Traditionalism in 

France 1900-1914”, in J. Hargrove & N. McWilliam (eds.), Nationalism and French 

Visual Culture, 1870-1914, 2005, pp. 269-292 

• L. Morowitz, “Medievalism, classicism, and nationalism: the appropriation of the French 

Primitifs in turn-of-the-century France” in J. Hargrove & N. McWilliam (eds.), 

Nationalism and French Visual Culture, 1870-1914, 2005, pp. 225-241 

 

Seminar 1: Visual Culture & the Nation 

This seminar will explore the meanings and historical effects of nationalism as a cultural force in 

the nineteenth century. Building upon an analysis of competing theories of nationalism offered 

by modern historians, we will examine the ways in which artists, patrons, institutional structures 

(Academies, official exhibitions) and state actors conscripted the visual arts in elaborating 

expansive mythologies of national belonging. We will think about the ways in which different 

media, genres and genealogies served to harness the arts to emerging understandings of national 

identity, collective histories, and common destinies. We will focus on France, England, Ireland, 

and Germany. 

 

Reading: 

• E. Gellner, “Nations and Nationalism” in V. P. Pecora (ed.) Nations and Identities. 

Classic Readings, 2001, pp. 292-308 

• N. McWilliam, “Culture and Nationalism” in G. Herb (ed.), Nations & Nationalism. A 

Global Historical Overview, vol. 2, 2008, pp. 405-418 

• E. Renan, “What is a Nation?” in Pecora, pp. 162-76 

• D. Smith, “Nations and History” in M. Guibernau & J. Hutchinson (eds.), Understanding 

Nationalism, 2001, pp. 9-31 

 

Seminar 2: Space and Time: Landscape and History in National Culture 
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Art historians frequently suggest a close relationship between the proliferation of landscape 

painting in the 19th century and growing national self-consciousness. As the specific 

characteristics of a country’s topography and their impact on the artist’s vision combined to 

produce distinctive landscape traditions, so these representations are commonly understood to 

have actively fostered an elision of nature and nation that exerted powerful cultural and political 

effects. This seminar will examine some of the assumptions behind such contentions, and work 

towards a modified understanding of landscape’s imputed power in fostering nationalist 

sentiment. We will also look at ways in which temporal continuities are used to portray national 

histories designed to foster identification and unity, examining projects such as the Musée 

historique in Versailles and the decorative program for the Houses of Parliament in London. 

 

Reading: 

• T. Barringer, “The Course of Empires: Landscape and Identity in America and Britain 

1820-1880” in A. Wilton & T. Barringer, American Sublime. Landscape Painting in the 

United States 1820-1880, 2002, pp. 38-65 

• S. Kelly, “Landscape as ‘National Art’: Visions of France, 1851-1878” in  

• St Louis Museum of Art, 2013. Impressionist France. Visions of Nation from Le Gray to 

Monet, pp. 15-35. 

• K. Lang, “Monumental Unease: Monuments and the Making of National Identity in 

Germany” in F. Forster-Hahn, Imagining Modern German Culture 1889-1910, 1996, 

275-99 

• P. Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de mémoire,” Representations no. 

26, Spring 1989, pp. 7-25 

 

Seminar 3: Art History, Tradition & Nationhood 

How do notions of artistic tradition contribute to fostering a sense of continuity that underpins 

nationalist conceptions of cultural identity? In recent years, art historians have increasingly 

looked to the discipline’s development in the 19th century to argue that its growth often went 

hand in hand with ideologically charged attempts to promote the nation as the starting point for 

understanding the nature and evolution of visual forms over time. This seminar looks at art 

history and art criticism produced in the decades before World War One to trace the centrality of 
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race and essentializing conceptions of cultural geography in promoting an understanding of 

national schools of art. These interpretations were frequently inflected by historians’ concerns 

over the continuing vigor – or, more often, worrying decline – of art in countries habitually 

identified as centers of exceptional cultural achievement. These concerns, in turn, can be mapped 

onto broader contemporary discourse in which individual nations’ collective vigor was judged by 

commentators according to a range of political and cultural factors, in which the vitality of the 

arts loomed large. 

 

Reading: 

• T. da Costa Kaufmann, Towards a Geography of Art, 2004, pp. 43-67 

• L. Deam, “Flemish versus Netherlandish: A Discourse on Nationalism,” Renaissance 

Quarterly vol. 51, no. 1, 1998, pp. 1-33 

• E. Michaud, “Barbarian Invasions and the Racialization of Art History,” October 139, 

Winter 2012, pp. 59-76 

• E. Storm, “Art History,” in D. Mishkova & B. Trencsényi, European Regions and 

Boundaries. A Conceptual History, 2017, pp. 372-92 

 


